COULD JESUS HAVE SINNED?

Was it possible for Jesus to have sinned?  Some argue for the “impeccability” of Christ, where “impeccable” means “not able to sin” (from the Latin peccare = to sin).  Others object that if Jesus was not able to sin, His temptations could not have been real (how can a temptation be real if the person being tempted is not able to sin?)

Any answer to this dilemma will involved both Scripture and inference.

What do the scriptures clearly affirm?

(1) Christ never actually sinned (John 8:46; Hebrews 4:15; 1 Peter 1:19;2:22;3:18: 1 John 3:5)

(2) Jesus was tempted with very real temptations (Luke 4:1-13).  He “has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).

(3) “God cannot be tempted by evil” (James 1:13).

The obvious difficulty arises: if Jesus was fully God as well as fully man, then it seems that in some sense Jesus could not have been tempted by evil.

Working our way through to any kind of solution will involve inference, albeit from biblical truths.

(1) If Jesus’ human nature had existed by itself, independent of His divine nature, then it would have been a human nature just like that which God gave Adam and Eve.  It would have been free from sin, but still able to sin (as Adam and Eve’s experience in the garden of Eden demonstrated).

(2) Jesus’ human nature never existed apart from union with His divine nature.  From the moment of conception, Jesus was truly God and truly man.  His human nature and His divine nature existed in one person.

(3) Although there were some things that Jesus experience in His human nature alone and were not experienced in His divine nature (eg. being hungry, thirsty, weak), any act of sin would have been a moral act that would have involved His whole person and being.  If He had sinned, it would have involved both His human and divine natures.

(4) But if Jesus as a person had sinned, thus involving both His human and divine natures in sin, then God Himself would have sinned.

(5) Since God is by nature and definition, pure holiness and perfection, it would be impossible for Him to sin.  If He sinned, He would not be God.

(6) The conclusion emerges that it was not actually possible for Jesus to be God and to sin.  The union of His human and divine nature prevented it.

So how real were Jesus’ temptations?  Taking the example of the temptation to turn stones into bread (Luke 4:3,4), Jesus had the ability, by virtue of His divine nature to perform the miracle.  But if He had done it this way, He would have “bypassed” His human nature and consequently failed the test.  Jesus refused to rely on His divine nature to make obedience easier for Him.  He faced the test in the strength of His human nature with no reliance on His divine nature.  He faced the test as our representative.  We have a human nature, but not a divine nature.  In like manner, Jesus faced the devil, as we can, exercising faith and dependent on His Father and the Holy Spirit at every moment.  While His divine nature would have prevented Him from sinning, Jesus met the temptation and obeyed His Father relying only on His human nature.  It had to be done this way for Jesus to be our representative, and His obedience to be merited to us (Romans 5:19).

Just as a weightlifter who successfully lifts and holds over his head the heaviest weight feels the force of it more fully than one who attempts to lift it and fails, so the one who successfully resists a temptation to the end feels more fully the force of that temptation than the one who gives in to it.  So it was with Jesus.  Every temptation He faced, He faced to the end; and every temptation He faced, He triumphed over.  The temptations were real. His not giving in to them doesn’t change in any way their reality or magnitude. In fact, they were more real because He didn’t give in to them.
To sum up, Jesus in His divine nature could not sin (James 1:13 “God cannot be tempted with evil”).  His divine nature could not be tempted with evil, but His human nature could be and clearly was.  Jesus faced the temptations reliant only on His human nature, exercising faith and dependent on His Father and the Holy Spirit, just as we can.  Jesus had to be fully human to be the sin bearer for humanity.  “Since the children have flesh and blood, He too shared in their humanity” (Hebrews 2:14).  And finally, Jesus’ obedience to the Father was as our representative, so that the declaration of His righteousness might be merited to us (Romans 5:19).  He lived a perfect life as the perfect Man and died on the cross as the perfect Man.
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